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Introduction 
“Who controls the past, controls the future; who controls the present, controls the past.”1 
 At the 2005 Annual Meeting of the Society of American Archivists, President 
Randall C. Jimerson gave an address entitled “Embracing the Power of Archives.” In this 
address he discussed the power of archives using the metaphors of a temple (“control 
over social (collective) memory”), a prison (“control over preservation and security of 
records”), and a restaurant (“the archivist’s role as interpreter and mediator between 
records and users”).2 These are manifestations of the power inherent in archives. 
Jimerson says that “archivists can…use [their power] to make society more 
knowledgeable, more tolerant, more diverse, and more just.”3 Jimerson uses the 
postmodernist perspective which “’calls into question Enlightenment values such as 
rationality, truth, and progress, arguing that these merely serve to secure the monolithic 
structure of modern…society by concealing or excluding any forces that might challenge 
its cultural dominance’” to explain that archives are not neutral places, as much as an 
archivist might claim to the contrary, and that the actions that an archivist performs in 
their line of work affect what, how, and whose materials are preserved for future 
generations.4 As archivists are not objective bystanders, Jimerson states that “the first 
step [in embracing this power] is to abandon our pretense of neutrality,” thus allowing 
                                                          
1 George Orwell, 1984, quoted in Jimerson 2006, 20.  
2 Jimerson 2006, 24.  
3 Jimerson 2006, 28. (The brackets replace “the Force”, as the line follows a reference to Yoda and the Star 
Wars Universe.) 
4 Michael Fegan, quoted in Jimerson 2006, 22.  
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ourselves to be open to accountability by the public and using the power of archives 
responsibly and purposefully.5  
 Archives exist to preserve what is considered worthy of preservation, to organize 
and describe this information, and to give information about these sources to the patron. 
The decision of what to preserve falls to the archival appraiser. The decision of how to 
organize and what terms should be used for the material falls to the archival processor. 
The decision of how to interpret and satisfy patron requests falls to the reference 
archivist. At each level of the archival process, there is some level of power and 
judgment over the material. An appraiser decides what to accession into the collection, as 
well as what to discard. As the archival stacks are closed to the general public, it is 
impossible for a patron to browse them, leaving the jobs of the archival processor in 
describing this information and the reference archivist in interpreting and finding what 
the patron requests crucial in making archival material accessible. The power of 
archivists is important to understand and study as they are creating the historical record 
and educating patrons about the past and present.  
 Only a small amount of research has been done since Jimerson’s address to learn 
if and how archivists have “embraced their power”, as well as how they understand the 
power inherent in their decisions. I believe that it is important to understand how an 
archivist understands their own power in each of these tasks to understand how this 
power affects how they do their jobs. Through interviews, it is possible to gain a deeper 
understanding of what it means to be an archivist and how the weight of archival 
                                                          
5 Jimerson 2006, 28.  
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decisions is understood by practitioners. Decisions archivists make have real world 
consequences. Proof of this exists in most history books which are written about wealthy 
white men and other elite, who were the people that archives in the past focused their 
attention upon. I wish to understand how the people who will provide the material that 
will create history books understand their place in the shaping and writing of history.  
A note on terminology 
 Throughout this paper, I will be using the word “power” frequently. As defined 
by Merriam-Webster, power is 1) “ability to act or produce an effect”, 2) “legal or 
official authority, capacity or right” or 3) “possession of control, authority, or influence 
over others.”6  It is a word that is laden with much meaning and implications and could 
be open to interpretation in ways which I do not mean. The reason behind this is to follow 
the language of Randall C. Jimerson’s “Embracing the Power of Archives”, as that is the 
inspiration behind this work. For my purposes, power refers to the ability to affect change 
that will impact people in society. Jimerson specifically reflects on power in the temple 
metaphor (where the archival appraisal power lies) as “control over social (collective) 
memory.”7 It should not be associated with any particular governmental or administrative 
institution (unless, of course, the archivist works for, and is saving materials for, said 
institution).  
 I was aware of these difficulties especially in the interview setting, where my 
subjects might have misinterpret my meaning due to the language and its implications. 
Therefore, for the most part, I avoided use this word during the interviews and attempt to 
                                                          
6 Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary.   
7 Jimerson 2006, 24.  
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use value-free (or words with less implicit value) in order to ask my questions. At the end 
of the interview, I asked a question using the word “power” but prefaced it by asking 
them to think about “power” in the context of the other questions that I had asked as well 
as an illustrative quote from Jimerson’s article. With minimal clarifications needed, the 
respondents were able to answer the question posed well. The importance of the word 
was needed to give weight to the theoretical impact that these archivists have on a regular 
basis.  
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Literature Review 
Foundations 
 American archivist Theodore Schellenberg, using the Oxford English Dictionary, 
defines archives as “1) ‘a place in which public records or other important historic 
documents are kept,’ and 2) ‘a historical record or document so preserved.’”8 The Society 
for American Archivists defines archives as “materials created or received by a person, 
family, or organization, public or private, in the conduct of their affairs and preserved 
because of the enduring value contained in the information they contain or as evidence of 
the functions and responsibilities of their creator, especially those materials maintained 
using the principles of provenance, original order, and collective control… and the 
building (or portion thereof) housing archival collections.”9  
 This paper is focused on government records archivists due to my own interest in 
the field and also the long history of government archives and its connection with 
archival appraisal. The context of the archive affects not only the material that the 
archivists collect, but also how they collect this material. Government archives are a type 
of institutional archive, whose purpose is to “devote the bulk of their resources and 
energies to the preservation of their corporate record,” in this case being the governments 
to which the archives belong.10 Institutional archives are modeled after historical archives 
                                                          
8 Schellenberg 2003, 11. 
9 Pearce-Moses 2005, 30. 
10 Millar 2010, 37. 
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which collected material for a certain person (typically the monarchy). However, 
government archives are now open for public use for the most part (excepting documents 
with personally identifying information or other confidential material).11 
 In Laura A. Millar’s introduction to archives, Archives: Principles and Practices, 
she describes how knowledge is communicated, shared, and eventually can be saved in 
an archive:  
“Information is knowledge that is communicated. A portion of that 
information may be documented (visually, aurally, digitally, or textually). 
The resulting records provide evidence of and information about events, 
experiences, actions or ideas. Portions of those records may be preserved 
because they have significant evidential or informational value. Those 
portions of records that are preserved are deemed to have archival value 
and are called ‘archives.’”12  
The most important point of Millar’s summary is that not all material is recorded 
permanently. Even all of the material recorded is not saved but rather is assessed to be of 
lasting value or not in a process called appraisal. 
 The Society for American Archivist glossary defines appraisal as 1) “the process 
of identifying materials offered to an archives that have sufficient value to be 
accessioned” and 2) “the process of determining the length of time records should be 
retained, based on legal requirements and on their current and potential usefulness.”13 
Most archives rely on a written appraisal policy or retention schedule that defines what 
the institution collects and how long it should be kept.14 
                                                          
11 Millar 2010, 37.  
12 Millar 2010, 4.  
13 Pearce-Moses 2005, 22. 
14 Contrary to popular belief, not all materials in archives are meant to be preserved permanently. 
Permanent preservation tends to be the aim more often in cultural archives. However, in government, 
academic, and business archives, records are not usually kept permanently, but until their perceived 
usefulness ends (which tends to be defined in the retention schedule of the institution).  
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 This paper concentrates on the content of the materials and how that should be 
approached when appraising for possible acquisition into the archives. However, there 
are other factors that should be considered in tandem. The cost of ownership, including 
the cost of buying the material (if applicable), of moving and storing the material, and of 
arranging and processing as well as the space it will require, and its potential preservation 
needs is taken into account. If the cost of the material outweighs its potential value, then 
the institution should not acquire the material. In the case of digital material, this includes 
considering what medium the material is on and whether the archive has the resources to 
access that material. It is also important to consider if the material is unique enough to 
merit permanent preservation. With the proliferation of documents due to scanners, copy 
machines, and printers, it is important to have the original material (or material that may 
be a copy that has other interest, such as the president of a corporation’s copy with their 
personal notes) rather than having an abundance of copies with little differences and no 
significance. It is important that the materials be accessible, so materials with many 
donor restrictions or with medical or other personally identifying information should be 
considered carefully before being brought into the archive.15 The job of an archival 
appraiser is to balance all of these considerations and to decide what materials are best 
suited for their archive.  
The Schellenbergian Shift and the Historical Origins of Modern American Appraisal  
 The selection theory put forth by American archivist Theodore Schellenberg in 
his work Modern Archives: Principles and Techniques has had an immense impact on 
                                                          
15 Millar 2010, 126-129.  
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American archival appraisal. Prior to this, one of the first widespread archival works was 
A Manual of Archive Administration by Sir Hilary Jenkinson which “[denied] the 
archivist an active role in the selection of archives”, as he believed that such selection 
was the job of the record creator.16 Schellenberg believed, unlike Jenkinson, that 
archivists could not possibly save everything and therefore, it was their job to 
responsibility choose what was worthy of permanent preservation. To responsibly choose 
what to save, Schellenberg introduced the idea of value of documents. Primary value of 
documents rested within the reason of creation and usefulness for the creator, which is 
not for the archivist to decide. However, Schellenberg’s theory of secondary value, which 
concerns any value the material may have for an audience other than the creator, 
impacted what the archivist could responsibly save. Secondary value was determined by 
one of two properties: “evidential value, which provided evidence of the manner in which 
agencies organized themselves and carried out their mandated functions; and 
informational value which related to specific subjects dealt with by particular agencies, 
‘persons, corporate bodies, problems, conditions.’”17 The idea of assigning a secondary 
value to documents and using that to determine whether a document is kept for 
permanent preservation is still relevant to archivists today. Archivists must, through their 
own discretion (but with additional guidelines such as retention schedules or appraisal 
policies), choose what has value for an audience other than the creators. This archival 
thinking shifts the power in choosing what enters the archive from Jenkinson’s creator to 
Schellenberg’s archivist.   
                                                          
16 Tschan 2002, 179. 
17 Tschan 2002, 180.  
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 It is interesting to note that these theorists, as well as Terry Cook, another 
prominent Canadian archival theorist and the “Dutch Trio”, were all government 
archivists or otherwise focused on government records. The “Dutch Trio”, Muller, Fruin, 
and Feith, first formally articulated ideas about appraisal (and how they believed all 
records received should be acquired by the archive) in their 1898 work, the Manual for 
the Arrangement and Description of Archives, which focused on records of government 
bodies.18 Sir Hilary Jenkinson worked in the Public Records Office of Great Britain. His 
work focuses on medieval and early-nation records, as well as the historiography of those 
periods, led to his belief in all records being saved (as there were much less material 
being saved during those periods).19 Theodore Schellenberg worked at the National 
Archives and Records Administration in the United States. Terry Cook similarly worked 
at the National Archives of Canada. For all of these men, their experience in government 
archives informed their theories concerning archival appraisal.  
Postmodernism and the Myth of the Natural Collection 
 Postmodernism, in short, is a philosophical school that critiques “the core values 
and belief systems that have underpinned modernist approaches – such as rationalism, 
objectivity, and the idea of scientific as social progress.”20 Instead, all narratives and 
knowledge itself are formed by a specific sociohistorical context.21 Furthermore, it is 
characterized by “an acute sensitivity to the role of ideology in asserting and maintaining 
political and economic power.”22 
                                                          
18 Cook 1996, 20-21. 
19 Cook 1996, 25.  
20 Olsson 2012, 2.  
21 Olsson 2012, 5.   
22 Duignan. 
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 Philosopher Jean-François Lyotard roughly defines postmodernism as 
“incredulity towards metanarratives.”23 Indeed, official narratives during the twentieth 
century (of Nazis and of the American wars) generated mistrust in the official 
government narratives centered around patriotism. Due to this disbelief in heretofore 
trusted organizations, a general pattern followed in business and in societal values with 
once unassailable facts becoming subject to questioning by a dissatisfied populace. This 
also held true in academia, where scientific neutrality and objectivity were increasingly in 
doubt. This shift was compounded by the rise of communication technologies, which 
allowed people to read and hear perspectives differing from their own, with the different 
narratives and realities that exist in other cultures. With both of these factors, a distrust 
towards the “objective” or “natural” narrative was bred.24 This created the postmodernist 
perspective, which “takes such ‘natural’ phenomena – whether patriarchy, capitalism, the 
Western canon of great literature, or the working of archives – and declares them to be 
socially or culturally “constructed…”.25 This allows us to “[celebrate] ambiguity, 
tolerance, diversity, and multiple identities” and to confront and reject the status quo by 
questioning what the status quo itself means and supports.26  
 In archives, postmodernism challenges the idea that there is an objective view of 
history which the records or archival material can capture. This is contrary to what many 
archivists wish to believe: that they are simply objective observers collecting whatever 
material is available for them to collect. Randall C. Jimerson uses Michael Fegan’s 
definition of the postmodernist perspective stating that it “calls into question 
                                                          
23 Cook 2001, 22. 
24 Cook 2001, 22-23.  
25 Cook 2001, 24.  
26 Cook 2001, 24-25.  
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Enlightenment values such as rationality, truth, and progress, arguing that these merely 
serve to secure the monolithic structure of modern…society by concealing or excluding 
any forces that might challenge its cultural dominance.”27 Contrary to what archivists 
believe, “historians in a postmodernist milieu are now studying very carefully the 
processes over time that have determined what was worth remembering, and as 
important, what was forgotten, deliberately or accidentally.”28 These sort of processes 
happened through cultural institutions, but most often in archives. The proliferation of 
documents from wealthy, white men and lack of documents from most other groups 
should prove that there has never been an objective reality to records.  
Jenkinson claimed that “they [the archives] are not there because someone brought them 
together with the idea that they would be useful to Students of the future, or prove a point 
or illustrate a theory. They came together and reached their final arrangement, by a 
natural process… as much an organism as a tree or an animal.”29 However, archives by 
nature are not organisms. The materials that rest within them have been chosen, by 
archivists or other actors in the process (including the original creator), to have some 
special value. Therefore, the “unimportant” material created alongside it that may contain 
important contextual information, is destroyed outright. The lack of content from diverse 
sources is due to the fact that it was not seen as important to those collecting at the time, 
not that the material simply did not exist or was not important in its own right. As the 
values of society have changed and we have searched for varied perspectives, the voices 
of the disenfranchised and previously unheard have gained new significance. It is the 
                                                          
27 Michael Fegan, quoted in Jimerson 2006, 22. 
28 Cook 1996, 18. 
29 Hilary Jenkinson quoted in Nesmith 2002, 28.  
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responsibility of the archivist to define what is important for their purposes for both 
present and future patrons, ideally in a way that introduces and represents the world more 
completely than previous records have allowed. 
Power in Archives 
 If postmodernist theory is applied to archives, then it follows that archivists 
actively make choices in what they do and do not accept into their collections. This 
choice, rather than the illusion of an objective aggregation of documents, then lends itself 
to the idea of archival power. The decisions that archival appraisers make when assessing 
materials for their collection can have a big impact on present and future generations, as 
what is included in the archives becomes part of the historical record and collective 
memory, and what does not is forgotten. For Jacques Derrida, postmodernist philosopher 
and author of the book Archive Fever, “the ‘archive’, the source of public memory, is a 
site of cultural and political power. What we might call the act of archives, of storing and 
using memory, shapes our world, and according to Derrida, that is the ultimate act of 
power.”30 
 The idea of archives as a source of power has roots in the history of the archival 
institution itself, as well as in the origins of the word.  The word “archives” originally 
comes from the Greek verb ἄρχω (arkhe), which means “to rule, to be in power.”31 The 
earliest archives were created to serve a particular institution, such as the church or 
sovereignty of which it was part. Due to limited access to writing materials and low 
                                                          
30 Cline 2009, 332.  
31 ἄρχω 2019.  
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literacy, these archives were almost by design entirely for the elite.32 The structural 
changes caused by the French Revolution led to the creation of the Archives nationales, 
an autonomous entity outside of government control. Although this was not entirely 
successful (as the government destroyed some earlier archives that did not fit their 
narrative), it did lead to archives being able to be accessed by the public more widely.33 
 The ability to access and to control the archives is an act of great power, most 
commonly held by the wealthy and powerful. “French historian Jacques Le Goff refers to 
the politics of archival memory: since ancient times, those in power decided who was 
allowed to speak and who was forced into silence, both in public life and in archival 
records. Indeed, archives had their institutional origins in the ancient world as agents for 
legitimizing such power and for marginalizing those without power.” 34 Indeed, as the 
ability to write and read was regulated to those who had the time and resources to do so, 
so was the writing and shaping of history.  
 The focus on power in narrow areas has led to certain historical events being 
recorded (or recorded in a misleading way) while others have been relatively ignored or 
even forgotten entirely. An example of this is in the bastardization of the German 
national archives by the Nazis. The Nazis constructed a racial archive, “a set of collective 
and personal records that allowed individuals to demonstrate their alignment (or lack 
thereof) with the Nazi’s ‘biological categories’”, effectively creating an alternate history 
of the German people as a “collective Aryan subject.”35 Another example is in how 
                                                          
32 Millar 2010, 28.  
33 Millar 2010, 28.  
34 Cook 1996, 18.  
35 Yale 2015, 342.  
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women were (or more frequently were not) recovered as part of the archives. Material for 
women was typically only saved if the woman was particularly notable or of high-status. 
Much more frequently, women are only mentioned in their relationships with men or in 
the legal system, if at all.36 This is also the case for many other groups such as racial and 
religious minorities and the poor. Through the postmodernist lens, these issues of 
perspective and focus have been noted and archivists now attempt to be mindful of 
collecting lopsided narratives. 
 Even archival theorists have often expressed how power is created and maintained 
by the archive, it is widely believed that practicing archivist do not understand the power 
that they possess. Tom Nesmith states in his article “Seeing Archives: Postmodernism 
and the Changing Intellectual Place of Archives” that “although this approach (‘the 
opposition by archivists and others that would undermine the physical and intellectual 
integrity of the records and cause the archiving process to distort transmission of the 
original meaning and characteristics of records across time and place’) has brought 
archivists an active role as guardian and preserver of records, it has also implied a rather 
passive, incidental role overall, as the records’ mere recipient and keeper.”37 In this, he 
describes the notion (with which he disagrees) that the archivists are only active in the 
description and preservation stages of archiving rather than the appraisal. Rand Jimerson, 
in his address “Embracing the Power of Archives”, describes the need to do so, which 
suggests that archivists have not already done so. He quotes Terry Cook and Joan 
Schwartz to explain that “power recognized becomes power that can be questioned, made 
                                                          
36 Yale 2015, 349.  
37 Nesmith 2002, 27.  
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accountable, and opened to transparent dialogue and enriched understanding.”38 In the 
works of many other archival theorists, they urge the practicing archivist to open 
themselves to accountability by accepting their power. It is rarely, if ever, suggested that 
some archivists have already done so.  
Power in Government Archives 
 As stated in the above section, government recordkeeping is where the concept of 
archives began. As government archives and record centers are part of the government 
that they serve (be it state or federal government), they derive their power to preserve 
records from laws. For the two archives that I focused on in my research, they derive 
their power from their state’s code of law. The first state’s code of law states that the 
“Department of Natural and Cultural Resources [of which the archive is part] shall have 
the [power and duty] to preserve and administer, in the [the archive], such public records 
as may be accepted into its custody…”39 These public records are defined as:  
“all documents, papers, letters, maps, books, photographs, films, sound 
recordings, magnetic or other tapes, electronic data-processing records, 
artifacts, or other documentary material, regardless of physical form of 
characteristics, made or received pursuant to law or ordinance in 
connection with the transaction of public business by any agency of [the 
state’s] government or its subdivisions. Agency of [the state’s] 
government or its subdivisions shall mean and include every public office, 
public officer or official (state or local, elected or appointed), institution, 
board, commission, bureau, council, department, authority or other unit of 
government of the State or of any county, unit, special district or other 
political subdivision of government.”40  
The second state’s code of law states that “in cooperation with the executive officer of 
each public agency or body and the governing body of each subdivision, the Archives 
                                                          
38 Jimerson 2013, 28.  
39 North Carolina General Statutes.  
40 North Carolina Archives.  
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shall establish and maintain a program for the selection and preservation of public 
records considered essential to the operation of government, for the protection of the 
interests of the public, and for the preservation of the state’s documentary heritage.”41 
These public records “includes all books, papers, maps, photographs, cards, tapes, 
recordings, or other documentary materials regardless of physical form or characteristics 
prepared, owned, used, in the possession of, or retained by a public body.”42 Implicit in 
these laws is the ability for archival appraisers to make decisions on what is considered 
“essential” or “such records that may be accepted.” Although this is similar to the origins 
of archives, the focus of the archive has shifted dramatically to being internally facing, 
primarily for government officials, to being outwardly facing, primarily for the public at 
large.  
Archival Power and the People 
 “With great power comes great responsibility,” the famous quote from the Spider-
Man comic book series states.43 Following the idea that archivists do have power, they 
should know how to responsibly wield this power so that their work will be beneficial to 
society as a whole. Archival theorists have many different ideas about what it means to 
be an ethical appraiser and to responsibly use this power. Jimerson believes that “the 
archival profession as a whole – but not necessarily each individual archivist or 
repository – should assume a responsibility to document and serve all groups within 
                                                          
41 South Carolina Legislature, Chapter 1.  
42 South Carolina Legislature, Chapter 4.  
43 The original quote in Spider-Man is found in “Amazing Fantasy #15, August 1962” (which is the first 
Spider-Man story), but it has been attributed to others through the years. Information from Spool 2014-
2015.  
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society.”44 I believe that more importantly than knowing how to specifically use that 
power is who the power of the archivist should be used for.  
 Millar explored some of the reasons why archives exist in Archives: Principles 
and Practices. She firstly described how archives aid support of rights, both of the 
individual and of the collective. Archives, after all, contain evidence of laws and 
precedence that upholds these laws.45 Archives also contain important records about 
historical events, which help to form identities and collective memory through an 
understanding of those who have proceeded us.46 As previously mentioned, this can be 
misrepresented through malicious actors or benign neglect. Archives are not only a place 
to gain historical insight, but deeper understanding of the self and the society in which 
one lives.  
 Similarly, the goals and intentions of government archives have been explored by 
the Council of State Archivists. The three primary functions of a state archive are to 
secure rights, to document government, and to preserve history. Government records 
“protect the legal, financial, and historical foundation for the state and its citizens.”47 
Records, such as court case verdicts, military history, and property records, are kept to 
ensure that the rights of citizens are not infringed upon. Due to the relatively public 
nature of state archives, any citizen can request records (naturally there are restrictions 
for medical records and records with personally identifying information) to prove their 
claim or to disprove someone else’s claim. Another important function of state 
                                                          
44 Jimerson 2013, 337.  
45 Millar 2010, 20-21. 
46 Millar 2010, 22. 
47 Council of State Archivists 2013, 3.  
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government archives is to document government. This may include decisions made by 
the present and past legislature, which may be significant. This could also include an 
understanding of why certain documents have been destroyed in the form of a retention 
schedule.48 Government archives also preserve the history of the state for both 
educational and personal purposes (such as genealogy).49  
 Terry Cook’s article “What Is Past is Prologue” explores some of the ways in 
which the postmodernist perspective has changed how we view archives. One of these 
changes is the “shift from a judicial-administrative justification for archives grounded in 
concepts of the state to a socio-cultural justification for archives grounded in wider public 
policy and public use.”50 He goes on further to say  
“…the principal justification for archives to most users and to the public at 
large rests on archives being able to offer citizens a sense of identity, 
locality, history, culture, and personal and collective memory. Simply 
stated, it is no longer acceptable to limit the definition of society’s 
memory solely to the documentary residue left over by power records 
creators. Public and historical accountability demands more of archives 
and or archivists.”51 
 The Society for American Archivists issued a code of ten ethical principles for 
archival work including “Archivists should use their specialized knowledge and expertise 
for the benefit of society.”52 That includes archival appraisers. According to archival 
theorist Scott Cline, to act ethically, the archivist must have radical self-understanding 
and intention towards their work. Radical self-understanding “is a genuine and deep 
exploration of the why and what questions: why do we engage in this work and what does 
                                                          
48 Council of State Archivists 2013, 4-5.  
49 Council of State Archivists 2013, 6.  
50 Cook 1996, 43-44.  
51 Cook 1996, 44.  
52 Society of American Archivists, Principle 10, as quoted by Benedict 2003, 5.  
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it mean.”53 “…True, authentic intention is a process that reaches beyond the self and 
seeks to benefit others; it is outward focused, even universal, in nature.”54 “For us, as 
archivists, to be truly involved in the essence of our tasks, recognition of the outward, 
future-directed nature of our work is essential if we are to embrace the responsibility of 
ensuring that what we produce has value for society. And to produce value, we must act 
with value.”55 
 The more difficult question is not if something should be done, but how should it 
be done. This is clearly a tricky subject and there is no easy answer. The solutions may 
vary based on factors such as the type of archive for which the archivist works 
(governmental, cultural, academic, business, community, among other types) as well as 
the types of documents being collected (official records versus personal papers). The 
most important factor would have to be the awareness of the power that archives possess 
and the willingness on the part of the archives to use this power responsibly. However 
most (if not all) theorists argue that archivists should use the power that they hold for the 
public good.  
 In her doctoral dissertation “Exploring the Relationships Between Archival 
Appraisal Practice and User Studies: U.S. State Archives and Records Management 
Programs”, Hea Lim Rhee focused on how user data was implemented in regards to 
archival appraisal in state government record management programs. She found that user 
studies were not ultimately important in making appraisal decisions. However, she 
(through a combination of surveys and interviews) found that users (using user data from 
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21 
 
sources other than user studies) were an important factor in appraisal decisions (with 
future users, research users, and legal users being the most widely cited).56 She also 
found that a majority (81.8%) of those she studied who had collected user information in 
the past thirty-six months utilized that information to make appraisal decisions in the 
same time frame.57 Her work suggests that the user is somewhat a focus in appraisal 
decisions, including public users. In this way, the archive is not only important to its 
patrons, but the patrons in return impact their archives.  
Why This Matters – From Archival Theory to Practice  
 Since the modern advent of archival appraisal in the light of Theodore 
Schellenberg’s Modern Appraisal, the archival appraiser has been responsible for 
deciding what items are acquisitioned into collection and what items are not. The recent 
history of archival scholarship points towards the postmodernist perspective, stating that 
an objective history of events cannot be captured as an objective history does not exist. 
Therefore, the materials that an archivist acquires into the collection are subjective and by 
nature, exclude other narratives. 
 However, although there are many viewpoints stating that archivists have power 
and arguing how practicing archivists should best use this power, there has been little to 
no study on the reality of this situation. Although theory is an important part of 
understanding, without a practical understanding, it is useless. It is not useful to state how 
archivists should use their power if the archivists do not understand the power that they 
hold in the first place. The gap between the theoretical and practical is one that should be 
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bridged in order for theorists to understand the mindset of practicing archivists and to 
make any realistic decisions on how they should use their power.  
 There has likewise been little research done on archival appraisal in state 
government settings. As this is an archive that is likely to contain information about most 
of society through birth, death, and marriage records, among others, it should be 
considered an important source for future historical information. The connection of 
archival appraisal theory with government archives, as well as my personal interest in the 
area, made this context rich for study.  
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Research Question 
The proliferation of theoretical and published work in the field of archival science 
ruminating on the nature of power does not have a comparable resource in which the 
perceptions of a practicing archivist are considered. I wish to understand how archival 
appraisers and those who determine what materials should be collected understand their 
“power”/social responsibility and how this understanding impacts their regular appraisal 
duties in the context of state government archives. More specific questions are listed in 
the interview guide (Appendix 1). By asking appraisers how they view their power, I 
wish to understand how practical understanding compares to the theoretical 
understanding and if these appraisers have, in the words of Randall Jimerson, “embraced 
their power” as archivists. 
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Methods 
For this project, I used qualitative research methods. Patricia Leavy, in the Introduction 
of the Oxford Handbook of Qualitative Research, explains that “qualitative research is a 
way of learning about social reality.”58 Patricia Buzzanell further explains that 
“qualitative research methods are designed to enable greater understandings of how 
people experience their lives within specific cultural contexts.”59 These research methods 
rely more heavily on close observation and interrogations than a general, shallow 
overview of many people to gain some generalizable conclusion, which is more typical 
with quantitative research methods. Common qualitative research methods include 
observation, interviews, focus groups, diaries, and contextual analysis.  
 Qualitative research fit my needs for this project because I was attempting to 
understand in depth the perceptions which my few subjects have about my topic rather 
than gathering a large amount of shallow data from a bigger population. I am not seeking 
some generalizable conclusion; rather, I wished to understand what my population thinks 
about my chosen topic. Part of this decision means that I have fewer subjects to work 
with, but that I did much more in-depth interviews in order to truly understand their 
perceptions.  
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 I have chosen interviews as my primary research method for this project. 
Interviewing is “a conversational practice where knowledge is produced through the 
interaction between an interviewer and an interviewee…”60 The interview process was 
used to answer my research questions, which have been formulated in advance and will 
take the place of an interview guide during the interview process. 61 Interviews are the 
most useful way to collect my data as I am focusing on understanding opinions, attitudes, 
and values regarding power and social responsibility in the archival appraiser’s course of 
work, which would not have been easily communicated or elaborated upon in other 
forms.62  
 I briefly considered creating surveys in addition to interviews to reach a larger 
population than interviews would provide. However, even if I sent the survey out to list-
servs with hundreds of people, there is no guarantee that I would have a useable return 
rate of data. Moreover, since this concerns the perceptions of people, it would be more 
useful to be able to discuss this topic with people one on one and in depth than to have a 
large number of more superficial answers. However, I have included information from 
the Council of State Archivists to triangulate my results, as well as a dissertation 
completed by Hea Lim Rhee, a doctoral recipient from the School of Information and 
Library Science at the University of Pittsburgh.   
 I specifically used semi-structured interviews to find my results. A semi-
structured interview is “a qualitative data collection strategy in which the researcher asks 
informants a series of predetermined but open-ended questions. The researcher has more 
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control over the topics of the interview than in unstructured interviews, but in contrast to 
structured interviews or questionnaires that use closed questions, there is no fixed range 
of responses to each question.”63 The interview is predated by the creation of an 
interview guide, which gives the interviewer a loose structure in which to ask similar 
questions but also explore related topics. 
 This method worked particularly well for my study as I could both pre-plan a 
general list of interview questions, as well as follow up and explore any topics that might 
have arisen during the interview process. All archivists, like all people, have different 
perceptions and understandings of the tasks that they are performing, even if in a similar 
or identical job. I felt that having a list of pre-written questions will allow some areas for 
comparison between the different answers. However, I also felt that the leeway that semi-
structured interviews give in allowing the interviewer to explore answers further will be 
extremely beneficial in order to truly understand their own perceptions.  
 It is my belief that archivists do have enormous power over their holdings and 
they should exercise this power in a responsible and proactive way. As a historian 
(particularly as a medieval historian), I am well aware of the value of the existing records 
and the frustration of needing documents that do not exist, especially as no one alive has 
a living memory of that time period. Archival appraisers, in particular, hold the 
responsibility of choosing what will enter their collection and what will not, as well as 
what will be disposed of after a certain amount of time. If the archival appraiser does not 
exercise this responsibility with care, the records that exist will be unbalanced and will 
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not reflect the reality of the situation in which they were created. Furthermore, I believe 
that additional care should be given to ensure that traditionally underrepresented 
populations (most populations outside of the straight, white male) are represented well in 
the archive when they can be. I will be extremely cognizant of my bias and make my 
questions as value-neutral as possible to prevent my bias from affecting the results of my 
study. It is important to disclose my biases in the methods section as to be clear about 
how my worldview (as someone who believes that archives have power) impacts my 
research and how I will be working to circumvent my own worldview. The goal of this is 
to enhance the accuracy and credibility of the findings by allowing the reader to monitor 
the effects of the researcher on the results.64 
 I found my subjects by searching the staff directories of two state archives in 
close proximity and focusing on those individuals whose job title was “State/Local 
Government Records Archivist” or similar. This was so I could focus on people with 
roughly the same job to have some point of comparison between the interviews. All of 
my subjects were easily accessible in the immediate and surrounding area for in person 
interviews or interviews by video chatting service (Skype). Each interview took between 
thirty minutes and an hour. These interviews were primarily from convenience samples, 
as I wished for them to be close enough to travel to (if necessary) while dealing with the 
constraints of both working and other classes, as well as some referrals from other 
participants. 
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The ideal would be for my study to reach data saturation, meaning that “no new 
information or themes are observed in the data from the completion of additional 
interviews or cases.”65 However, it is unclear what this means in practical terms. I found 
that I theoretically reached saturation at three interviews, meaning that my interviewees 
all said basically the same things and generally agreed on answers for each question. 
However, to generalize my results further to a larger population (such as a majority of 
state archivists and records analysts), I should have done more interviews. I can only 
draw conclusions about my subjects.  
 Even though I only completed three interviews, the data matches with wider 
studies on some of their answers, suggesting that a wider number of government archival 
professionals have similar thoughts especially concerning the purpose of their work and 
the importance of the public in state government records appraisal. However, it is 
important to remember that even though these three interviewees agreed on the questions 
I asked, it does not necessarily mean that their answers are perfectly in line with their 
actions. Interviews are by nature an artificial construct and the answers could have been 
impacted by their recent work duties, position in the organization, or amount of time at 
the job. Without further investigation through more interviews or even case studies in 
which I would observe the subjects for a longer period of time, I must take the subjects at 
their word and only use the information which I have been given to draw conclusions.  
After contacting and setting time and dates for interviewing, I completed my interviews 
with my subjects using my interview guide. I both took notes and audio record the 
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sessions (with the subject’s consent) for referring to after the interview is over. I first 
fleshed out my notes immediately after the interview and then transcribed the audio from 
the interviews after I had completed my interviews. One of the purposes behind my 
choice of semi-structured interview was to ask any clarifying questions during the 
interview itself.  
 I will consider my study to be a success if I have learned from practicing 
archivists what they feel about their own power. Although I feel that archivists have a 
great deal of power, I was surprised to learn on the first day of my Archival Appraisal 
course that many of my peers did not have the same opinion. Learning how archival 
appraisers in the field view their power and especially how they feel they could better use 
their power could lead to the creation of a guide of best or recommended practices meant 
for archivists who want to do more but are unsure how to best “embrace their power.” 
Even if my results point towards archivists not wanting or not being interested in doing 
more, this will still be significant as I can contrast this fact in how practicing archivists 
and archival theorists differ in their thoughts about social responsibility and archival 
power.  
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Results 
 I interviewed three archivists from two state archives in the southeastern United 
States. All of them have similar job titles – two Records Analysts (Subjects #1 and #2) 
and one former Appraisal Archivist (who now holds the position of Records Description 
Unit Supervisor but spoke more about their experience in their previous position) 
(Subject #3). Two of the three interviewees received Master’s Degree in Library Science 
and the third received a Master’s Degree in History with a Certificate in Archival 
Science. This was important to me so I could understand if my subjects might have been 
taught or read archival theory that may have impacted their responses.  
 All three of my subjects are directly involved with government records, both at 
the state agency level and at the local/county level. As they handle records rather than 
manuscript collections, their duties are all similar to one another, but not necessarily to 
archivists of other institutions that handle different kinds of materials. The two records 
analysts work on creating records retention schedules.66 The archival appraiser considers 
the content in the context of the other material in the archives and relays that information 
to the records analysts. All of the archivists primarily handle materials pre-ingest, 
meaning that they are responsible for judging what material should come into the 
archives, but not necessarily by sorting the materials after they arrive at the institution.  
                                                          
66 Both of the organization’s retention schedules are on their websites to encourage government 
transparency and accountability.  
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 My subjects discussed how they viewed appraisal in slightly different but related 
ways. Subject #1 discussed how it was a collaborative, active, and important process. 
They discussed how the records schedules that they create are made in collaboration with 
the agencies with which they work. Subject #2 described appraisal at their position as 
primarily occurring with project-based events, such as the overhaul of the retention 
schedule that recently occurred at their workplace. They described it as an active process 
in which they reexamined materials that were sent to the archive with the previous 
schedule to understand if they were in fact archival. Subject #3 saw their appraisal duties 
as important as well as the first step of archival processing as appraisal helps the 
processors to understand what items should be prioritized over others. 
 When asked about their most recent appraisal work task, the three subjects 
discussed what was the most important factor in their decision making process. Subjects 
#1 and #2 both discussed how the retention schedule guided what their decision 
ultimately was, but also highlighted issues such as privacy issues and legal issues as other 
important contributing factors. Subject #3 discussed a bit about how the most important 
factor in their decision was how the material would impact citizens. However, this is 
explained by Subject #3’s role at their organization. Subject #3 had a bit more discretion 
in their appraisal role as it was different and focused on other factors than the records 
analysts. They see their role as serving as a liaison between the collection itself and the 
records analysts in that they attempt to synthesize the documents incoming as part of the 
retention scheduling process and the context of the material already in the archive.  
 Discussing the retention schedule, both of the records analysts described how 
much discretion they had in the changes. Subject #1 explained how the analysts were 
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ultimately in charge of the revisions (however their organization’s general schedule had 
not been updated recently). Subject #2 was put in charge of the efforts to rewrite their 
organization’s retention schedule and explained how all of the analysts would discuss 
changes for the retention schedule, which are made each fiscal year. Subject #3, however, 
had more of a consultant role in the process.  
 Subjects #1 and #2 discussed how their jobs were meant to protect the rights of 
citizens. Subject #1 even stated that protecting the rights of citizens was why archivists 
should collect materials. Subject #2 discussed how that was one of their criteria in 
considering what to save, as well as how the government transparency and accountability 
given by the records added value to certain documents such as minutes from board 
meetings and commissions. They did not believe that it was the only goal of archivists, 
but did agree that it was important. Subject #3 was unsure about what their institution 
was doing to protect the rights of all citizens, primarily those from underserved 
populations. However, they agreed that the material they were responsible for helped to 
document history, particularly how citizens interact with their government, as well as to 
add to future memory. They further stated that the special collections (which they were 
not involved in) helped to supplement this documentation with materials from 
underserved populations.   
 When asked if they consider the present and future impact of their work, all 
agreed that they did to some extent. Subjects #2 and #3, in particular, discussed how this 
is a two-edged sword. It is important to consider the future, but it must not become 
overwhelming to the archivists or those whose records they are collecting. Subject #2 
discussed how they try to communicate this in a measured way with the agencies that 
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they serve. It is important they know that this will be kept, but it is also important that 
they do not alter their work because it will be kept. Subject #3 discussed how the first 
responsibility should be to the material and that it is important not to get hung up on the 
weight of present decisions for future users.  
 All subjects agreed that they believe (or want to believe) that their work supports 
the creation or maintenance of a just society. This was typically described with terms 
such as government transparency and accountability, as well as clarifying for citizens 
what their government does for them.  
 The three interviewees all agreed that they had some sort of power, but that it was 
more apparent at a group or institutional level than at an individual one. Subject #1 
discussed how they believed that without archivists, there is no history. However, they 
described how important it was to attempt to stay objective, particularly when dealing 
with material or records that you may not agree with. They saw the power in their 
position as capturing the world how it is rather than selecting material that fits 
specifically into a particular narrative. Subject #2 discussed how the archivists have the 
power to create the retention schedules, but not necessarily the power to enforce them. 
They believe that appraisal archivists are one piece in the pie, but not the whole of 
archival power. Subject #3 discussed how the state archive has power (given in the state 
law), but not necessarily power for individuals to implement the program. For all of my 
archivists, they believed that they had power, but there were limits to that power. It was 
not possible for them to accomplish all that they needed to with the power that they had 
individually. In my study, the archivists realized their power, but realizing it was not 
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enough; they were limited by the bureaucracy of the position as well as its collaborative 
approach. 
 A theme rarely mentioned by theorists but which several of my interviewees 
discussed was the weight of power and the future. It was important for them to realize 
their power. However, the idea of their decisions having an impact in the future was 
somewhat detrimental to their work. If the archivist was to get too focused on the future 
impact of their work, they would not be able to adequately complete their work in the 
present. This was meant also in conjunction with educating departments on what to save; 
if the archivist focused too heavily on the idea that the material would be preserved, they 
were afraid they ran the risk of impacting how the document was created.  
 I also was struck by the weight of the word “power.” I was warned very early in 
the process of writing this thesis to abstain from using the word itself as much as possible 
because of the unsaid connotations of the word. Earlier in this paper, I attempted to 
explain myself and to define what the word means in my contexts. However, in 
interviews, I found that my respondents similarly felt the weight of the word. Perhaps 
power is not the word that theorists should use. Social responsibility (which has also been 
taken up by theorists) seems to lead to more concrete definitions and examples than the 
abstract power.  
 My results are definitely impacted by the contexts in which my subjects work. In 
government record collections, appraisal is done primarily by the departments that creates 
the documents, which is line with Jenkinson’s feelings about appraisal. However, these 
subjects are the ones who explain and describe what materials they wish to acquire from 
these departments. None of my subjects had many, if any, appraisal duties with the 
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material once it had been transferred from its original department. This differs in 
collecting or hybrid archives. It is unclear from this study how those archivists view their 
power or if they see it similarly to my subjects.  
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Discussion 
Collecting Philosophies 
 These archivists are working in a similar world to Theodore Schellenberg: 
Schellenberg as an archivist at the National Archives and Records Administration during 
the document boom after World War I and my subjects as archivists working in their 
respective state agencies during the data boom resulting from the Internet and access to 
copy machines. With an overabundance of material, it is impossible to save everything 
and therefore the archivist must be pragmatic in saving what has value and discarding of 
what does not.  
 When asked to discuss their views on appraisal, they were decidedly 
Schellenbergian in their insights. This means that they believed that not everything could 
(or should) be saved by their archive. The dispensation of certain records is noted in the 
retention schedule, but my interviewed subjects believed that not all records were meant 
for permanent archiving. This could include copies of documents or material stated 
elsewhere. Storing documents that have little or no value makes storage of all documents 
much more difficult, as well as complicates the process of locating material for use after 
accessioning it into the archive. However, they do not appraise the items after they are 
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brought to the archive; rather, they communicate with the government departments about 
the material that they need and rely on them to send the correct material.67  
Understanding of their Power 
 Tom Nesmith states that the tension within the central archival professional myth 
is that “[the archivist has] enormous power and discretion over societal memory, deeply 
masked behind a public image of denial and self-effacement.”68 There is some truth to 
this statement with my subjects. Subjects #1 and #2 tended to discuss how the records 
schedule dictated their decision making rather than how their own judgement altered their 
results. However, I believe that my subjects are incredibly aware of their impact, 
especially given the public nature of their work in the state archives. The retention 
schedules with which they work are publicly available, as is most of the material that they 
accession into their collections.  
 This conclusion is supported by how they described their views of appraisal. All 
three of my subjects saw their role as important. This is contrary to Tom Nesmith’s 
assessment that archivists are passive recipients of the material to the archive. My 
archivists, especially Subjects #1 and #2, understood that they were active in this process, 
dictating what was sent to this archive using the retention schedule. The avoidance of 
archival responsibility by denying the fact that archivists do help to shape the historical 
record was absent in my subjects. In fact, they emphasized the transparency and 
                                                          
67 There was some discussion about how my subjects did not have the authority to ensure that the 
departments followed the schedule, which was seen by some to be an example of how their archival 
power is limited (More about this in the next section) 
68 Nesmith 2002, 32.  
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accountability that having their retention schedules uploaded onto their institution’s 
websites gave them.  
 Although the retention schedule was discussed quite a bit when my subjects 
talked about their appraisal duties, it is important to mention that they had a good deal of 
discretion in editing the retention schedule. Subject #2 in particular was in charge of the 
efforts to rewrite the state’s retention schedule with the input of others in the same 
position at the organization. This state’s team of record analysts and appraisal archivists 
made edits to the retention schedule yearly. The retention schedule was the ultimate 
factor for appraisal for both Subjects #1 and #2, but they had the power to change the 
schedule if they needed. This awareness of the ability to edit or even rewrite a document 
used by all state departments in sending particular records to the state archives is not a 
sign of self-effacement; it is an example of the power that they are aware of possessing.  
 In reality, there seemed to be more of a purposeful hesitation in their mission 
when communicating with those whose records they collected. This was to ensure that 
the records were not self-consciously edited with the creator’s knowledge of future 
archiving. The role of the archive is to save records as they are created in the routine of 
business, which is impossible with the creator’s eye constantly fixed on the future. In this 
case, they hold power in the knowledge that the material will be preserved which the 
members of the departments may not be actively aware in order to keep the material as 
close to naturally occurring in the course of business as possible.  
 However, there was some reluctance to claim that they had a good deal of power 
independently. Part of this was in that they could not control the departments from which 
their records were sent. The departments had the retention schedules as well as 
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communicated with the archivists, but still sometimes would not follow procedure. 
Unlike their legal right to collect material which is enumerated in their respective states’ 
code of laws, they do not have the legal authority to force the departments to comply with 
the record schedules. It is unclear if this is much of a problem in these archives, but the 
potential for malicious destruction of documents is a heavy threat that could not be 
subverted without intervention. My subjects also believed that appraisal is a collaborative 
process and is ultimately not controlled by a single person. There is a chain of command 
when documents are in question of being accessioned which ends with the state 
archivists. My subjects believed that they were ultimately too low on the totem pole at the 
organization to claim to have real power.  
 I believe that my subjects had difficulty embracing the word “power”. I felt that I 
had to define the term differently to get a response to the question that I was asking. I 
considered the word “power” as the ability to affect change in their organization, but as 
the word carries many different connotations, this was not always clear. Even though my 
subjects struggled somewhat with the term, they described how they had impact in what 
records would be collected (both in creating or editing the retention schedules and in 
teaching the departments about the retention schedules so that they could use them 
themselves) in a way that I would describe as powerful. I believe that the word “power” 
may be more of an issue than the ideas which the archival theorists are suggesting. If my 
subjects, who work in state government record archives, which are relatively limited by 
what they can receive, believe that they have power, it would be logical to think that 
archivists who have more discretion over their collections would think that they have 
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power as well. I am only speculating to this point, as my research was focused only on 
the aforementioned group of archivists.  
Archives of the People 
 My subjects also followed the more recent shift in archival thinking that 
postmodernism has created in the field (such as those considered by Terry Cook in “What 
is Past is Prologue”). Although my subjects worked in state-sponsored and focused 
archives, they were far more interested in serving the public rather than the institution in 
which they operated. They discussed how the archives and their work would benefit the 
public at large. Rarely (if at all) during my interviews did we discuss the impact of the 
archives and the appraisal decision making for the government institutions themselves.  
 The understanding of future use to aid appraisal decisions was considered 
somewhat. Subject #3 spoke of how they believed that how the material would impact the 
public as the most important factor in their appraisal decisions. The association of users 
and the public with the material that is appraised and that factoring into the decision was 
supported by Rhee’s dissertation.  
 The findings of my study regarding the purpose of state government archives is in 
line with previously published material from the Council of State Archivists. Subjects #1 
and #2 described how they believed that the goal of their jobs was to protect the rights of 
citizens, with Subject #1 believing that it was the primary reason for saving material. 
They highlighted the importance of government transparency, which was echoed in the 
Council of State Archivists pamphlet.  
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Conclusion 
 The existence and importance of archival power has been thoroughly explored by 
archival theorists. Since the advent of modern appraisal theory with Theodore 
Schellenberg, the archival appraiser has had some control over what materials were 
accessioned into the archive. With the rise of postmodernism theory, there has been a 
new focus on understanding and collecting material from previously underrepresented 
populations. Archival appraisers have long had the power to choose what does or does 
not get saved, effectively creating the historical record (sometimes to extremely negative 
effect). However, archival theorists question the existence (or extent) of the 
understanding of archival power by archival appraisers. Modern state governments derive 
their power to collect public records through state legislature, which also gives the 
appraiser the power to make decisions on what is important to save. Ultimately, it is most 
important to understand for whom archival power should be used, which general 
consensus agrees is for the public good, which follows a postmodernist view of archival 
justification as well. 
 My goal in this project was to understand how practicing state government 
records archival appraisers understand their power, as well as what they believed was the 
purpose. Through interviews conducted with three archival appraisers at two different 
state institutions, I asked questions about their appraisal philosophies, their view of their 
own power, and their understanding of the purpose of their work. The subjects that I 
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interviewed had a Schellenbergian view of appraisal, in which they believe that some 
material must be discarded to preserve value of the rest. My subjects had a slightly 
different view of archival power than most archival theorists. They did understand that 
they had power but were somewhat hesitant in stating the extent of this power. This is 
somewhat understandable as they did write and edit the retention schedule, but they 
ultimately did not have the authority to enforce that the retention schedule was followed 
by the departments that used it. However, my subjects and the archival theorists had 
similar views about how and for whom they should wield their archival power. Both 
groups agreed that the public should be the priority of their efforts. The Council of State 
Archivists pamphlet supported the fact that state government archivists should primarily 
work to support the public. The dissertation from Hea Lim Rhee reinforced that the 
public does impact decisions about appraisal and accession into the archive.  
 However, it is important to remember the postmodernist perspective in light of 
these results: they were obtained in a specific context (government archives in the 
southeastern United States in early 2019). This does not mean that these results hold true 
for all government archivists, all archivists working in the southeastern United States, or 
all archivists working in early 2019. My respondents’ answers are not meant to be 
generalized, but understood in this context. This is especially important as most of the 
appraisal theorists (Hilary Jenkinson, Theodore Schellenberg, and Terry Cook, among 
them) are writing from the perspective of government records archivists.  
 It is also important to note the strictly American context of these interviews. They 
are specifically from southeastern state institutions, but all follow the same basic 
appraisal principles that were first espoused by Theodore Schellenberg. These 
43 
 
conclusions may differ in contexts that have other appraisal philosophies, such as the 
British Jenkinsonian perspective or the Canadian macroappraisal perspective of Terry 
Cook.  
 There are significant areas for future study that this paper presents. The questions 
asked in this study could be asked in different locations across the United States (and 
beyond, although the questions and assumptions of this paper are centered in American 
archival theory). There could be work done interviewing different areas of archival 
appraisers, such as other institutional archivists (including business and university 
archivists) and manuscript archivists (who are more likely to have discretion over content 
they keep as it originated outside of the organization), including community archivists. 
There also could be work to be done asking similar questions about power to both 
description and arrangement archivists and reference archivists. Moreover, there could be 
similar works done regarding how archival theorists and practicing archivists differ on 
other issues important to the archival profession. This study is meant to be a starting point 
to understanding the relationship between practicing archivists and archival theorists in 
this area. By no means is it a comprehensive study of all possibilities of archivists and 
topics relevant to both groups.  
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Appendix: Interview Guide 
1) What is your current position title?  
i. Were you educated in archives or library science? 
ii. What archival positions did you have before this? 
2) What is the focus of your institution’s collections (or the parts of the institution’s 
collections in which you are directly involved)?  
3) What are your appraisal duties at this institution? 
i. How do you understand your role as an archival appraiser? (as part of a 
process, as important, passive vs. active, etc.)  
4) In your last appraisal-related work task, how did you approach the material and 
make your decision for acquiring (or not acquiring) it? 
i. What was your thought process? 
ii. What aspects did you consider in this decision? 
iii. What, if anything, was the most important aspect of this decision?  
5) How are these duties performed – do you have a lot of discretion when appraising or 
is there a clear appraisal/collection policy that you must follow? 
6) How often is the appraisal/collection policy rewritten or revised?  
i. How much say does someone in your position get when that occurs?  
7) What, if anything, is your institution doing to protect the interests of all citizens? 
i. Do you think that you could do more (personally or as an institution)? 
ii. Do you think that you should do anything (personally or as an 
institution)? 
iii. Do you feel that archivists at large should work to protect the interests of 
all citizens?  
1. If not, what do you believe the goal of an archivist should be?  
8) At any point during your regular duties do you consider the present or future impact 
of your work?  
9) Do you believe that your work supports the creation or maintenance of a just 
society? Why or why not? 
10) Here’s a quote from Rand Jimerson’s “Embracing the Power of Archives” - “Let us 
ensure that archives protect the public interest rather than the privileges of the 
powerful elites in society…This is what it means to be a profession. We must serve 
all sectors of society. Our goal should be to ensure archives of the people, by the 
people, and for the people. By embracing the power of archives, we can fulfill our 
proper role in society.”69 Reflecting on the previous questions and on this quotation, 
do you believe that you have power as an archivist and explain why or why not?  
i. What action that you have performed has been the most “empowering” 
for you?  
                                                          
69 Jimerson, “Embracing”, 32.  
